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1. WHY THE STUDY TOUR TO FINLAND (Tampere & Helsinki) AND AMSTERDAM. 

I have always had a strong interest in innovative teaching methods.  My focus on teaching has always 

centred around personalised learning and in methods which could enhance this.  During many 

international (and local) research visits which focused on technology as a source/medium to personalised 

learning, I came across, read and saw many examples of different approaches to learning, which included 

different teaching methods and a strong move away from the traditional classroom system. 

This approach was embedded in the 

schools (Eversdal Primary, Paarl Boys 

Primary) I was involved in the past 22 

years, but it is/was an uphill battle to 

motivate these changes and it was often 

scoffed at by peers as “pie in the sky” 

ideas. 

This have changed and there is a greater 

voice for reform, but it is still a challenge 

within the context of the South African 

CAPS Curriculum and the following are 

some of the reasons for this: 

• CAPS is still very content driven  

• Too much teaching time is spent on 

assessment 

• Timetabling is too structured AND 

new additions to the curriculum is 

just added on to the school day. 

• Many officials (subject advisors; 

assessment coordinators; even  

e-learning components) struggle to 

see/understand the need for an 

integrated approach to many of 

these aspects of teaching. 

• Assessment (in SA context) seems to 

be the starting point for the 

educational process and everything 

else supports this. 

The education system of Finland has 

managed to produce well-equipped 

learners who all did extremely well 

when they entered the last 3 years of the 

formal education cycle and beyond. 

Their ability to produce excellent results with much less focus on content in the formative years is 

astounding. 

There are many opinions regarding how they managed to do this, and I wanted to see and experience 

this for myself. 
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Part of the innovation (or different teaching 

approach) is a focus on DEEP LEARNING and on 

finding ways to ASSESS not the content, but the 

learners ability to succeed in mastering a 

deeper level of learning as found in the 

principles founded in the critical skills needed 

for the FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION. 

(Thus, the reason for the visit to the “Learning 

Institute” in Amsterdam.)  

This was my penultimate “research” very close 

to the end of my teaching career, spanning 32 

years. 

The following are principles/stories of the Finnish Education System.  There is regular reference to this 

in the media and during talks.   

• The Finnish people is said to be the happiest people in the world. 

• They teach less hours than most other countries. 

• They have “light” homework loads.  

• They have little to none Standardized testing. 

• Their primary school focus is not “academic” content, but on developing healthy children with 

adequate coping skills. 

• They, like a few other countries, are moving to a more THEME BASED/MULTIDISCIPLINARY/ teaching  

in some of their content subjects. 

• The education system in FINLAND was in shambles in 1980 but they managed to turn it around in 10  

   years to become one of the best performing systems in the world.  
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The diagram below gives a good explanation of what the FINNS aim to achieve with their approach to 

education. 

2. WHY DO WE BELIEVE THAT FINLAND DOES ‘SOMETHING” RIGHT:  

There are quite a few statements made in the previous paragraph, but we need to make sure there is proof 

that these things do happen AND find scientific proof of this.  It is important to understand what the following 

organizations measure. 

A quick explanation the following is necessary: 

• OECD : https://www.oecd.org 

The organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

• PISA: http://www.oecd.org/pisa/ 

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a triennial international survey which aims 

to evaluate education systems worldwide by testing the skills and knowledge of 15-year-old students who 

are nearing the end of their compulsory education. 

• TIMMS : https://www.acer.org/au/timss 

TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study) is a large-scale assessment designed to 

inform educational policy and practice by providing an international perspective on teaching and learning 

in mathematics and science. 

• PIRLS : https://www.iea.nl/pirls-2016-release 

Since 1958, the IEA has measured students’ mastery of subjects such as mathematics, science, and 

reading; conducted assessments on civic and citizenship education; investigated students’ computer and 

information literacy; and researched early childhood and teacher education. 

• THE ECONOMIST : 

http://now.eloqua.com/es.asp?s=2689&e=131474&elqTrackId=43325e015f4b4af68cf63ce940e528c%20

3&elq=380bdb8207e94feeae7a5093364d655a&elqaid=20646&elqat=1&elqCampaignId=8504 

https://www.oecd.org/
http://www.oecd.org/pisa/
https://www.acer.org/au/timss
https://www.iea.nl/pirls-2016-release
http://now.eloqua.com/es.asp?s=2689&e=131474&elqTrackId=43325e015f4b4af68cf63ce940e528c%203&elq=380bdb8207e94feeae7a5093364d655a&elqaid=20646&elqat=1&elqCampaignId=8504
http://now.eloqua.com/es.asp?s=2689&e=131474&elqTrackId=43325e015f4b4af68cf63ce940e528c%203&elq=380bdb8207e94feeae7a5093364d655a&elqaid=20646&elqat=1&elqCampaignId=8504
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Index of Assessing the effectiveness of education systems in 50 countries in terms of how they can equip their 

youth with future-orientated skills. 

These organisations all evaluate education systems of the world from different perspectives.  One must 

understand that these instruments do have to change and there are always questions whether they test what 

they should test. 

They do adapt their testing to make sure that it is relevant, but it is important to note that the job landscape 

has never changed so quickly as it is doing now. 

Three things need to be noted about these tests/assessments/analyses: 

• Finland does extremely well in all the above. 

• Finland does NOT adapt its education philosophy to do well in these tests.  Some other countries (many 

Asian countries) focus a lot on rote learning and are also doing very well in these tests. 

• One must be very careful when the South Africa’s education system is judged in this system.  We have a 

skewed education system (many reasons) and there are “groups” of schools that will do very well in these 

scores – on their own. 

THE FOLLOWING REASONS THEN WHY WE PLACE SO MUCH TRUST IN WHAT THE 

FINNS ARE DOING:  

• The Finns are regularly in the TOP TEN in the 

International TIMMS results (Maths and Sciences)  

• They are also in the TOP TEN in the International PISA 

results regularly. 

• They are the most EFFICIENT EDUCATION SYSTEM IN THE 

WORLD. (Spending their money wisely.) See the diagram 

below. 

(NOTE: There is a decline in their performance, but they are 

not concerned, because questions are being asked about 

the “how” of PISA and TIMMS 

testing.)  

They are in the process of updating 

their curriculum, with more focus 

on STEM (and ART), CODING and 

the CRITICAL DEEP-THINKING 

SKILLS. 

In March 2019, the Economist 
released the second edition of its 
index assessing the effectiveness of 
education systems in 50 countries 
in terms of how they are able to 
equip their youth with future-
orientated skills.  
 
Seven African countries were in the Top 50, with Ghana ranking the highest at 25/50 and SA the next highest 
at 33/50. Finland was at the top of the rankings, with Switzerland second and New Zealand third.  



 
 
 

7 
 

 
The index looked at three environments: 

• the policy environment,  

• teaching environment  

• and socio-economic environment.  
 
SA scored (just) below average on the first two 
environments but fell significantly below par on the 
socio-economic environment.  
 
The research highlighted several issues relevant to 
future skills:  

• The wealth of a nation is not the only indicator of 
its future skills readiness (Chile, 13th, out-ranked 
the USA, 18th).  

• Reviewing the strategy, curriculum and assessment of future skills is essential and should happen with 
regularity to respond to the pace of societal and work place change. 

• Lifelong learning in all professions, including teaching, is required.  

• Diversity and tolerance should be reflected as part of universal values that make communities future fit.  

• Future-skills learning is not suited to a rigid learning approach.  

Finland emerges as the new global leader in providing future-skills education for youth, according to Worldwide 

Educating for the Future Index (WEFFI). The Economist, Intelligence Unit, 5 Mar 2019. 

 

 

 

South-Korea 
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MOST IMPORTANT: 

The FINNISH people were voted the happiest country for 2019 – for the umpteenth time. 
(World Economic Forum 2019) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. THE STUDY TOUR 

 

It is important to understand that the writer has a viewpoint on education – as do the FINNS and many other people, 

institutions and countries.  It is therefore important to define my viewpoint, as one could find many things for and 

against it, as many things are open to interpretation. 

Our first introduction to the course was to “understand” and to commit 

to our viewpoint as illustrated in the diagram. 

It is a very clear indicator of what your own belief structure is regarding 

teaching and education. 

Our (Eversdal Primary Staff) belief system is very clearly formulated by 

the statements on the right. 

• It is the attitude and outcome we (Eversdal Primary and staff) 

inspire to and believe in. 

• We understand that we must focus on the column on the right to prepare our learners for the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution, but it does imply a mindset change in many of your staff members AND parents. 

• These Challenges are clearly defined in the 2018 REPORT OF THE WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM for South Africa: 

- Analytical thinking and Innovation    - Reasoning, problem-solving and ideation 

- Creativity, originality     - Critical thinking and analysis 

- Active learning and learning strategies   - Resilience, stress tolerance and flexibility 

- Technology design and programming   - Emotional intelligence 

- Complex problem solving    - Leadership and social influence 

THE PROGRAM OF VISITATION CONSISTED OF THE FOLLOWING: 

• Principal five-day study tour – Presented by Learning Scoop (Tampere, Finland) (11-15 March) 
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• Visit to five schools in Tampere; 

• Visit to one Primary School in Helsinki; (18 March) 

• Introduction to “De Noordwijkse Methode” in Amsterdam, with two school visits included (19 March) 

(Strong Theme-Based Teaching to goals/outcomes/principles – Cross Curricular) 

• Introduction to the “Turning Learning Institute” – basic principles of DEEP LEARNING(20 March) 

(Focus on teaching / 

facilitating the DEEP 

LEARNING SKILLS and 

measuring/testing 

competence in the skills 

and not content.) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=48&v=rDfiFQj51GA 

Michael Fullan; Marlou van Beek 

CREDIT TO THE FOLLOWING PEOPLE AND INSTITUTIONS FOR THE SLIDES AND PHOTOS IN THIS ARTICLE 

• Learning Scoop : Finland 

• Mrs Johanna Jarvinen-Taubert  

(Learning Scoop) 

• Mr Juha Lahtinen (Learning Scoop) 

• Tommi Roininen  (Learning Scoop) 

• Jukka Miettunen (Learning Scoop) 

• Marlou van Beek (DEAP LEARNING – The Netherlands) 

• Frum van Egmond (De Noordwijkse Methode – Amsterdam) 

Schools visited during this trip  

• Juhannuskyla (Primary/Elementary/High)   - Tampere, Finland  

• Vuores (Primary)      - Tampere, Finland 

• Rellu  (High School)      - Tampere, Finland 

• FISTA  (High School)      - Tampere, Finland 

• Pohjois-Hervanta (Primary / Elementary)   - Tampere, Finland 

• Lauttasaaren (Primary School)     - Helsinki, Finland 

• De Kameleon (Primary)     - Amsterdam 

• The Learning Institute     - Amsterdam (not a school) 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=48&v=rDfiFQj51GA
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THE COURSE/TOUR 

My Principal study course (11-15 March) was held at the TAMPERE UNIVERSITY (Tampere Finland) and was 

presented by the company, LEARNING SCOOP. The week long course was a combination of lectures and school 

visits. 

Our group consisted of 14 Principals.  11 principals from Los 

Angeles, 1 from Missouri, 1 from MALTA and myself. 

I then visited Lauttasaaren Primary School in Helsinki on Monday, 

18 March and returned to Amsterdam for two school visits in 

Amsterdam and Interviews at the Learning Institute in Amsterdam. 

I was keen to find our why this country (Finland) and its inhabitants 

have so much respect for teaching and teachers.  During our 

lectures the following words became a mantra that was repeated 

by every lecturer, school leader and teacher we met. 

❖ Trust (teachers are trusted to do their work)  

❖ Autonomy of schools and individual teachers 

❖ Equality 

❖ Enjoyment of learning 

❖ Happy learners 

❖ No focus or concerned on “standardized results as PISA and 

TIMMS” 

 

 

4. SHORT HISTORY OF THE FINNISH EDUCATION SYSTEM 

It is significant that they changed their education system in a very short time. From nothing (and a very poor 

country) in 1980 to top of the world in 2004. 

It is very interesting that the school inspection system in 

Finland was abolished in 1990.   

The school inspection system was also “abolished” in the SA 

Schooling System in 1994 and was replaced with a MASSIVE 

TOP-DOWN Model today.  It is difficult to ensure quality 

control as some unions often makes this very difficult .  This 

statement is true for many schools in South Africa today. 

Schools look different, same 

quality of education 
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There is no “inspectorate” in the SA system, but SUBJECT 

ADVISORS and ASSESSMENT Co-coordinators can be very 

pedantic in managing the “rules and regulations” regarding 

teaching and assessment.  There are often great differences 

on how these are interpreted/enforced in the different 

districts. 

There is often a “nit-picking” at things in well-functioning 

schools, neglecting to share their valuable time in schools 

where support is needed.  Maybe we can learn something 

from the FINNS. 

The delivering of quality education in many classrooms 

across the country is worse than what we had in PRE-1994. 

My statement has no reference to party politics or politics of 

the past, but the following can be / and are given as reasons 

by different parties: 

• The finance model and for this, the in-equalities of the 

past; 

• The interference of unions; 

• Often very Pedantic curriculum advisors with no or very 

little experience in leadership roles in schools; 

• An “unstable” National Curriculum (no one seems to 

know what we really need and want.) 

It is however also clear that there are excellent schools in 

South Africa who achieve excellent results in the poorest of 

poor communities. One will always find a motivated and 

brilliant leader in charge of these schools. 

 

 

 

 

5. WHY MUST TEACHING CHANGE AND HOW MUST IT CHANGE 

(combination of strategies from Finland; the Netherlands: De Noordwijkse Metode and the Deep Learning 

Institute) 

THE FOCUS of the FINNISH EDUCATION SYSTEM and what I learnt from my colleagues from Finland, the USA, 

Malta and the Netherlands was very clear:  
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Education must change and our classrooms, teaching 

methodology and what we expect from our learners, 

MUST change. 

The basics of the Finnish Education system is 

highlighted in the slide AND we should be able to learn 

from them if this is the parameters in which they 

achieve their success.  

HAPPY teachers and students. 

The Statement below by Charles Darwin and Alvin 

Toffler are self-explanatory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is very clear in the Future of Jobs Report 2018 of the World Economic Forum, that we will need different 

skills now and in the FUTURE.  

https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-

of-jobs-report-2018 This Future is not so far as we 

may think – this was a comparison of a five-year 

prediction in 2015. 

The following is the OPENING STATEMENT of this 

report: 

“The Fourth Industrial Revolution is interacting with other 

socio-economic and demographic factors to create a perfect 

storm of business model change in all industries, resulting 

in major disruptions to labour markets.” 

Some of these skill-set changes are indicated in 

the comparative columns on the right and more in 

detail in Table 4 from the Future of Jobs report on the following page. 

https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report-2018
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report-2018
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Table 3 from the Future Jobs Report gives a clear indication of how jobs will be changing over the following 

few years.   

These changes are already happening, and it is quite concerning that most of our schools are still focussed on 

a very traditional approach to learning. Many parents demand the “old school) approach and are still focussed 

on a learning environment which prepared them (the parents) for the workforce.  Our learners are entering a 

completely new world. 
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It is very clear that we must adapt and there must be LESS TEACHING and MORE LEARNING. 

Many classrooms in our South African schools desks are still packed in rows where children sit shoulder to 

shoulder facing forward.  This setup is not conducive to groupwork and/or collaborative learning and 

engagement between learners. 

We need to change the way we structure our classrooms (not all facing forward) and do away with a back and 

a front of classroom.  The front and back emphasis the FOCUS on the TEACHER as the COMMANDING OFFICER 

of that classroom and destroys any possibility of COLLABORATION and open discussion in the classroom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At Eversdal Primary School we adopted a change 

management programme during 2012.  This was 

adopted by the Staff and the Governing Body, as many 

aspects of the school as we know it, had to change. 

This included some of the following: 

• Introduction to the philosophy of modern teaching 

methods and we relied heavily on good practices in 

South Africa and abroad. 

• An up-skilling of the technological capabilities of the 

staff. 

• A programme where parents were regularly 

informed about the new approaches to education. 

• Physical changes to the school and classrooms 

• Changes in approaches to timetabling 

• Effective deployment of technology throughout the school to improve teaching and time management. 

• Introduction to 1:1 learning which gave more time and freedom for individualised learning. 

• Creative in-house training slots (without taking up more time from our teachers) 

• Getting rid of “old practices” to free up time. 

This programme has been running for 7 years and we believe that we should have a strong base to work from 

by 2020. (It will have taken us 10 years to achieve this.) 

 

 

 

What will education mean in the future? 
 

What types of competencies will be 
needed? 

 
What kind of practices would best 
produce the desired education and 

learning? 
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6. TEACHERS IN FINLAND (Rumours, myths and truths) 
Teachers in the first six years of basic education are usually generalists, class teachers. Teachers in the last 
three years and at upper secondary level are subject specialists, subject teachers. Class teachers have a 
master’s degree in education. Subject teachers have completed a master’s degree in the subject they teach as 
well as pedagogical studies.  
 
The following are a few interesting facts about teachers in Finland. 
 
Statement: It difficult to become a teacher in Finland. 

It is true.  At Tampere University 2000 

students (for 2019) applied for teaching and 

only 70 were selected.  This means that they 

do get the “cream of the crop” who studies 

teaching. 

Statement: Finland teachers are one of the 

most highly paid professions in Finland and 

the world.   

This is not necessarily true.  Some of the 

rumours are that they earn as much as 

doctors and lawyers.  They seem to be paid 

(in comparison) the same as in most 

countries – relevant to normal expenses.   My colleagues from the USA and Europe agree with this.  They were 

all under the impression that Finnish teachers earn massive salaries. 

A teacher earns about the same as a police 

officer.  Lawyers and doctors earn much 

more.  Compared to living costs = it seems on 

par with South Africa.   

The diagram on the right is a good illustration. 

The following is true about teaching in 
Finland: 
 

• Teaching is an attractive career choice in 
Finland 

• Only 5-10% of all applicants get to class 
teacher education 

• Teachers are required to hold Master´s 
Degree. 

• Teachers in the first six years of basic education are usually generalists 

• Class teachers. At upper secondary level teachers are subject specialists, subject teachers. 
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Statement: FINNISH teachers are ranked as the best qualified in the world and they all have MASTER’S 

DEGREES.  

This is true, but it must be defined in the South African context: 

• A master’s degree can be acquired after only 5 years of Study (3 years for a base degree and 2 years for 

a master’s degree.) 

• There is no honours degree in the FINNISH system, and it seems this is also true for the EU-countries as 

well.   

• I believe our qualification (SA) of the following is in most cases equivalent to that of the FINNS.  

- 4 Year B.Ed. & B.Ed. Hon or  

- 3 Year B.A, 1 Year PCGE and 1 Year B.Ed. Hon or other Honours degree. 

Statement” The FINNISH TEACHERS work on TRUST and has full autonomy on how he/she teaches.  

This is true. There is no or little intervention from a 

leadership structure. 

• The FINNISH teacher believes that TRUST 

works both ways and it is underpinned by 

RESPONSIBILITY in him/her doing their job. 

• Finnish Teachers feel valued  

 

7. ACADEMIC PRINCIPLES FOR TEACHING 

Teachers have high autonomy in their work. 
 
Based on the curriculum, teachers can decide: 
 

• What they want to emphasize in their teaching 

• When they teach certain topics 

• How they teach them 

• Where they teach them 

• What methods they use in teaching 

• Which subjects and topics they decide to 
integrate 

• How they evaluate and assess learning 

• How they want to collaborate with other 
teachers 

• There is no school or teacher inspection in 
Finland. 

 
Trust and Responsibility 
 

• Local administrators trust the teachers 

• Teachers have a lot of pedagogical autonomy. 

• Pupils and parents trust the teachers. 

• Education autonomy is high at all levels. 

• Quality assurance is based on steering instead of controlling. 
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When we look at the above principles one struggles to understand why South African schools who achieve at 
a higher level cannot be left alone with more freedom to teach as they wish.  Our South African System is 
heavily reliant on constant statistics and feedback which takes up a lot of valuable teaching time.   
 
Surely such a parallel system can be instituted in our system and if need be the “qualification” of this could be 
some form of general assessment – if needed.  This assessment should however assess the skillset more than 
just the content. 
 
From feedback from so many sources the statistics which “drive” our measurement of success IS not the basics 
or fundamentals of what we should be testing to determine a successful 21st Century Education system.  More 
emphasis should be placed on systems which measure the learner’s ability to function within the framework 
of the CRITICAL C’s (Deep Learning Principles) AND not so much on our CONTENT driven model.   
 
The focus of what the FINNS are doing is: 

• on the welfare of the learner (happiness and total development) and; 

• TRUST is placed in the teacher and the teacher; 

• And the teacher is EVALUATED on the PRODUCT he delivers at the end of the grade and not on a result of 
test. 
(One can assume that there will also be “mistakes” made, but their mindset is on “life-long learning” as the 
outcome.) 

 
This focus on TRUST in the education system is evident in the attitude of the Finnish people – they trust each 
other and have great RESPECT for each other. 
 

8. TEACHER DEVELOPMENT AND PARTICIPATION IN DEVELOPMENT 

At most levels of education, the teachers are required to participate in continuing training every year as part 

of their agreement on salaries. Finnish teachers consider continuing training as a privilege and therefore 

participate actively. 

There is a definite shift in the FINNISH EDUCATION SYSTEM in getting the teachers more involved in the general 

running of the school and “other” “non-academic” programmes of the school.  This does involve sport or after 

school activities but focus more on programme development and developing the school in general. 

Participating in school (and self) development is 
done in the context of a group. 
The basics of this is the following: 

• This development group is per GRADE – 

depending on the size of the school. 

• The groups can change every year. 

• They choose their own focus and decide 

who takes lead on a specific subject. 
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• They must have targets which they have to 

reach. 

• The principal may suggest topics. 

• The focus is on sharing and developing 

teaching practice. 

• Tommi Roininen (the presenter and vice-

principal of a school) feels that many High 

School Teachers are reluctant to share or 

grab new teaching opportunities and 

methods. 

• “The Move”-project is an example of one 

such development project/program which 

emphasizes the need to get the learners to 

move more and become more active. 

www.edu.fi/move/english  

Teachers are encouraged to do at least 10 instances of teacher training/development in a year.  This is not 
enforced (yet), but teachers are strongly advised to attend these courses.  The decision to do these courses 
lies with the teacher and there is no top-down enforcement of this. 
 
There is a New Comprehensive “education" by Government: Tutor teacher program 2016-2019 (2019…) and 
this seems to be a stronger initiative than in the past. Active school leaderships are quite involved (with 
municipalities) in structuring this. 

A lot of this is done through tutoring – class teachers become the tutors, and this is usually done in the 
afternoons. 

Huge amounts of money are usually spent on these projects.  This is the size and impact of the TUTOR 
programme: 

• EUR 23 million in total. 

• This done through 250 municipalities, almost 80% from the first round. 

• More than 2000 Tutors in Finland (April 2018). 

• These tutors are teachers in schools that spend time with teachers from other schools and tutor them 
1:1. (the tutors are paid.) 
 

This is one of the ways of steering the school system by government. 

Steering groups are formed by Principals, Assistant Principals, Tutors, Special Education teachers and even 
Health Care Specialists. 
 
The following is an example of some of the steering groups in place Lempäälä Municipality (Tampere) 
 

• The core steering group for education 

• Assessment 

• ICT and pedagogy 

• Preschool 

• Morning and afternoon care 

http://www.edu.fi/move/english
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This feels and sounds a lot like the SUBJECT (and other) groups that existed in the 1980’s and early 1990’s in 
the Western Cape Education System.  These were organizations run by teachers (or principals) for teachers – 
there was no official intervention by the WCED.   

These groups kept the subjects (or topics) alive and young leaders were also identified and developed in these 
systems. These organisations also took responsibility for a lot of teacher training in an informal manner.  You 
wanted to attend – if not, you felt left behind. 

9. THE FINNISH LEARNER 

One of the most impressive aspects of my visit to 

FINLAND was the interaction with the FINNISH 

student.  You could “feel” a quiet confidence in 

these learners.  They did not wear school uniform 

and were very “relaxed” and moved in the school 

with a lot of freedom. 

Classroom discipline is excellent. 

Learners do not sit in rows facing forward and 

one would find that the class setup would often 

change – depending on the task at hand. 

The following were very evident in engaging with 

the different schools and learners: 

• They get on with their work – very dedicated. 

• I saw classes up to 28 learners in a class. (Class sizes in the different school differed – it felt as if the schools 

in the “older” building had fewer learners in comparison to the learners in the ultra-modern schools.) 

• Self-learning is well established 

• Learners work very independent – very collaborative. 

• Young children worked with very impressive power tools – something which might be frowned upon in 

some of our schools 

This is a Grade 6 class. They are busy with 

phenomena-based learning.  They could 

move the class in whichever way suited 

them – and/or leave the class and sit 

outside to work on their project. 
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We had the opportunity to randomly speak to children from ages 7 to 18.  We (a few principals) had a very 

intense discussion with two 15-year-old girls and asked questions of their future and choices they had to make 

for the next phase of their schooling. 

The following was noted: 

• They were extremely confident in handling the questions from a group of five principals. 

• They knew exactly what they needed to do to achieve the goals they set for themselves in the next year. 

• They did not judge their ability to achieve the necessary scores in the “qualifying” exams on what they 

achieved in previous years. 

• They made it very clear that they believe that they will get out what they put in – an extremely positive 

and confident answer given. 

• When we asked on other students that might not have the same attitude, they made it clear that those 

students understood the risk of their effort or non-effort. 

• Self-driven learning was evident. 

This is a brief summary of my opinion of what the FINNISH EDUCATION SYSTEM would like to achieve with 

their children/learners: 

• The learners should play, and exercise as much as possible and NO formal learning should be done before 

year 7. 

• The focus from year 7 – 12/3 is on FINNISH (their language of instruction) and Mathematics.  The other 

subjects are combined and taught in themes – FOCUS on the skills. 

• ART, CRAFTS and PHYS ED are important, and a lot of time is spent on this. 

• Their overall goal with 6-12/13 is to develop a happy and confident child who possesses the necessary 

skills to learn, understand and interact with others. 

• The focus moves more towards academics content in in ages 13-15, with focus on the skills set still the 

basis of learning. 

• 16, 17 and 18 is a definite serious push towards preparation for tertiary education and the workforce. 

We joined a class with 18-year olds preparing for an exam where the learners had to analyse quite a difficult 

piece of English Text.  The High School Principal from Los Angeles remarked that their insight was remarkable 

– better than the average of the learners in his school – in the USA. 

(Their final phase of school – GENERAL UPPER SECONDARY EDUCATION – is taught in modules.  It is not strange 

to find class with learners between the ages of 16 and 19 in the same class, doing the same module.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

21 
 

10. TEACHING AND TECHNOLOGY 

After numerous discussions over the two weeks a 

conclusion was reached by those schools who were early 

adopters of technology (see computers, whiteboards, 

tablets) in their educational approach. 

• The hype about computers and tablets / cell phones is 

over.  

• Apps are useful but is not the main use for digital 

technology. 

• It has settled into a realization where these 

instruments are merely tools in enhancing education. 

• Tablets, Laptops, Computers and Cell phones are used 

in the daily dissemination of curriculum and data.  Children have access to them, and they regularly use 

them during the curriculum process. 

• The discussion whether learners should have tablets or not is OVER. (For people who believe that we are 

in the Fourth Industrial Revolution and that our Education System needs to adapt.) 

• There is consensus that screen 

time should be monitored and 

that there should be a GENERAL 

STEPUP in the CYBER WELLNESS 

and the health and social aspects 

of technology in our daily 

functioning. 

Very little time is spent on the merits of 

e-text books.  The focus is more on e-

content and compiling good content 

for use by the learners. 

My impression was that the FINNS 

were not very fazed about copying 

material from other resources as 

needed.  This material is often sourced 

from older textbooks and only the material that they needed for the themes they were working on.  

It seems as if the older textbooks are still very content 

driven – thus the move in a new direction. 

Learners from De Cameleon Primary School in 

Amsterdam busy with History. Access to tablets 

in the classroom is evident. 
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The following slides give some insight on what they are planning: 

What was refreshing and encouraging for the staff of 

EVERSDAL PRIMARY was the need expressed in FINLAND for 

the consolidation of learning material.  Although not 

completely the same, the FOCUS in FINLAND is to provide a 

CORE of digitalized material which will be available to all 

teachers in FINLAND.   

Our (Eversdal) decision to embark on writing our own material 

(2017) and capturing it in an e-format seems to be the correct 

decision for us.  

This is evident in the SHARED DIGITAL MATERIAL PRODUCTION 

PROJECT IN PIRKANMAA REGION which has started in 2018. 

The focus of my visit was not on technology at all, but it was 

clear that we are 100% in line with international trends regarding 

the use of technology in a 1:1 situation.  It is also clear that the 

TRADITIONAL COMPUTER CENTRE is becoming a relic of the past.   

The move is towards having access to technology in the 

classroom.  I did see computer centres, but it is more geared 

towards STEM and specific CODING AND ROBOTICS. We were 

EARLY ADOPTERS OF THIS NEW TREND AT EVERSDAL PRIMARY: 

• STEAM – 2016 

• CODING – 2017 

• ROBOTICS – 2018 

We are convinced that our learners will be equipped to deal with 

the challenges of the 21st Century and the FOURTH INDUSTRIAL 

REVOLUTION. 

Some critics may differ, but we believe 

that teachers are the wide group of 

experts to compile the digitalized 

material.  This is where EVERSDAL 

PRIMARY took the lead in 2017 and 

embarked on writing their own e-

curriculum which is developed and 

improved daily. 
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The four photos to the right and above are of learners of 

Eversdal Primary working on a STEM project in the STEM 

LABORATORY.  (One group is busy with CODING; another group 

will work and the STEM-project itself and the third group is busy 

with the ROBOTICS of the project.) 

 

11. MOVE AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND CLASSROOM LAYOUT 

It is very evident that great emphasis is placed on physical 

movement and exercise during the school day.  There is a 

definite policy that their learners have a 15-minute break 

after every 45 minutes of teaching.  This will be discussed in 

more detail in the section on TIME-TABLING. 

There are no SCHOOL BASED sporting activities after school, 

but many children are affiliated to clubs.  It is quite 

expensive to belong to these clubs. 

The new FINNISH education reforms also refer to the importance of increasing the time allocated to physical 

activity. 

BREAKS DURING SCHOOL HOURS 

The basic LESSON DURATION is 60 minutes.  45 minutes is dedicated to teaching with a 15min break after that.  
These breaks do not necessarily mean that the children always go outside – they can also chill in the classroom 
and in the passages of the school. 
 
The way schools use this system differs from school to school.   

• It seems as if most schools put two 60 min periods in a double session i.e. a two-hour session. 

• 90 minutes are used for teaching and learning activities. 

• It is then followed by a 30 min break. 

• One of these breaks are also a lunchbreak around 12-12:30. 

• When these teaching sessions are followed by Physical Education, the 15min break is not given, as 
Physical Education is seen as a break from class teaching. 
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All learners in FINLAND receive a 

healthy lunch every day and all 

schools have a well-equipped 

kitchen and dining hall. 

See the slide on the left: This is from 

the new FINNISH reforms and a 

suggesting of how much time should 

be spent on physical activity. 

The photos below illustrate a few of 

the spaces and/or flexible classroom 

setups. 
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It is evident that the desks and equipment above are very expensive and that it is provided to the schools by 

the Municipalities who deal with the allocations for education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eversdal Primary School has embarked on a process of 

creating more inviting and creative learning spaces for 

their learners.  We found a design that worked for us and 

FABRICATED our own desks in-house.  This is still an 

ongoing process – see pictures on the left. 

 

 

 

 

 

12. TIMETABLING 
 

The FINNS have a very simple timetable and it is also 

evident that these timetables have something to do with the success of their Education System.  They have 

class teaching from Grade 1 – 6 and Subject based teaching from Grade 7 to Matric. 

Their timetables are simply structured in teaching blocks of an hour and learners only leave their classrooms 

for Physical Education, Art, Crafts and breaks and lunch.  Class Teachers (Grade 1-6) manage these blocks as 

the needs arise.  It is a much “calmer” school atmosphere than many of our South African schools.  One does 

get the impression that everything happens at a much slower pace. 

Pictures and examples of the timetables illustrates it much better than words, but the following principles are 

in place.  Their school year consists of 180 days vs 200 in South Africa. 

• The FINNS have a shorter school day than most of the other education systems in the world. Their 

timetable allocation is between 19 and 30 lessons a week – depending on the Phase. (A lesson consists 

of 60 minutes with a 15-minute break as part of the 60 minutes.) 

• My focus is on primary education (6-13) – as can be seen in this timetable: 21 hours of school for a Grade 

1 learner – the 15-minute breaks still need to be deducted. 

• They believe that focus must be placed on MATHS and their FIRST LANGUAGE (Finnish). 
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• There is a greater movement to THEME-based teaching in the other subjects. (It sounds a lot like 

OUTCOMES BASED EDUCATION, which is a good system, but CURRICULUM 2005 was too sophisticated 

for most of the South African Schools.  It is still the system with which CANADA has excellent results with. 

The following diagram gives an indication of the time allocation in Grade 1-9 (Same grading system as in South 

Africa. We must keep in mind that a lesson is 60min of which 15 minutes must be used as a break. 

Example: Grade 1 = 21 hours per week. Real teaching time = 16 hours teaching per week and 5h25 min breaks. 
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The following are some more examples of time-tables: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is very clear to see in the above table that MUSIC, THE VISUAL AND CREATIVE ARTS, CRAFTS AND HOME 

ECONOMICS (WHICH INCLUDE WOODWORK AND NEEDLEWORK) is very important in the FINNISH education 

system. (see pictures on next page) 
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I am convinced that timetabling and the way in which 

they construct their learning programme has a huge 

influence on how the FINNISH children learn and do their 

work.  I also believe that this impacts on their experience 

of school.  They seem to enjoy school and we experienced 

less stressed out children.  

Many schools combine 2x45 min as a block and then break 

for 30 minutes.  This is not possible in the SA-education 

system – our curriculum is just too full.  

I do believe schools (in SA) should look at this and come up 

with creative alternatives as THIS CLEARLY WORKS FOR 

THE FINNISH. 

A typical day will consist of 4 x 45 min lessons and 3x30 

min breaks (One of the 30 min breaks is the LUNCH 

break.)  

They also tend to run the LANGUAGE and 

MATHEMATICS as the first periods in the mornings and 

then they move on to their other subjects: Science, 

STEM, CRAFTS (this is still big in Finland), Geography and 

all the other odds and ends.  

MUSIC, ART, WOODWORK, NEEDLEWORK, COOKING is 

all very big in FINNISH education and the fear is that 

some of this will have to make way for more FOCUS on 

STEM and TECHNOLOGY.  
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13. FINNISH EDUCATION AND SPECIAL/INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 

(This was quite difficult to follow as the discussion regarding SPECIAL-ED (needs) seem to vary a bit, but I interpreted 

it in the following way.) 

Their system is really geared to:” Leaving 

no child behind”.  They do not use the 

terminology, but their approach has a 

very GROWTH SET attitude behind it – I 

cannot do it - YET. One does experience 

this when you move through their 

schools. There is a huge focus on 

supporting the learner to deal with his 

learning disabilities – if there are any. 

 

 

 

 

The following is how they describe their 

SPECIAL/INCLUSIVE EDUCATION: 

Inclusive Education 

• The strategy for the development of special 

needs and inclusive education emphasises the 

importance of the wide basic education 

network, which supports the right of every child 

to attend the nearest mainstream school. 

 

• Developing inclusive education stresses the 

central role of teachers.  Teachers cannot cope 

on their own with these heterogenous groups; inclusion requires active co-operation between teachers, 

teaching assistants, other professionals and parents. 

Pedagogical support 

• According to Finnish law, all students have the right to adequate support for learning and growth. This 

support is guaranteed through the combination of student welfare services, interpreting and assistant 

services, as well as the general, intensified, and special support. The cooperation between home and school 

is essential to the growth and learning of the student. 

• There are various forms of support available for Pohjois-Hervanta (one of the schools visited) students to 

support learning, schoolwork, and well-being. The support is based on a three-tier model, where support 

intensifies gradually. The three tiers of support are (1) general support, (2) intensified support, and (3) 

special support. The students may also get support for advancing their personal strengths. 
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The following principles applies: 
 

• Number of special education schools and special education classes 
reduced. 

• Pupils with special needs included in the mainstream education. 

• The first alternative for providing special needs support is to include pupils 
with special educational needs in mainstream classes and, when 
necessary, provide special needs education in small teaching groups. 

• Only when this is not feasible is the second alternative considered: The 
provision of special needs education in a special group, class or school.  

• The strategy for the development of special needs and inclusive education 
emphasises the importance of the wide basic education network, which 
supports the right of every child to attend the nearest mainstream school. 

• Developing inclusive education stresses the central role of teachers.  

Special-Ed includes the following: 

• Handicapped learners 

• Learners with learning difficulties 

• Non-Finnish learners who first must learn Finnish (language of instruction). I am not sure about this, 

because I got the impression that these classes were not special-ed, but that it only prepared the non-

Finnish learners (mostly immigrants) for the Finnish classes. 

• Learners with ADHD and/or learners on the Autism Spectrum (functional). 

There are definite separate classes for these learners in the FINNISH system.  Learners go to these classes for 

certain things and re-join their classes.  My impression was that there were full time classes for learners with 

learning disabilities (slower learners.)   

The special needs teachers stay in contact with the class teacher.  The learners go back and forth to his base 

class if/when his academic progress is not the major obstacle.  They have “Special Classes” for “slower” 

learners with learning disabilities, but these children are treated within their concept of “no learner is left 

behind”. 

There are many lessons to learn with what I saw here, and we will experiment with the new venue additions 

to our school (Eversdal) in 2020.  I am quite sure that we can create “more comfortable” learning spaces for 

our “troubled” learners. 

14. WHY THE FINNS ARE RESTRUCTURING THEIR CURRICULUM AND WHAT WILL BE THE 

FOCUS IN FUTURE: PHENOMENA-BASED LEARNING AS EXAMPLE. 

These are the questions asked by the FINNS in their latest effort to adapt and 
change their curriculum to prepare their learners for the 4th Industrial 
Revolution 
 

• What will education mean in the future? 

• What types of competencies will be needed? 

• What kind of practices would best produce the desired education and 
learning? 

 
 
 

A break-away chair – just 

something different. 
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Why? What? How? 
 

• If you want to increase curiosity, allow questioning. 

• If you want to develop problem-solving skills, link school knowledge to real-life problems and encourage 
pupils to work together to seek solutions. 

• If you want to increase understanding, 
combine knowledge and skills from different 
subjects. 

• If you want to raise citizens who will 
develop society, promote inclusiveness and 
participation, give opportunities to make a 
difference, and facilitate positive–not 
negative-critical thinking. 

 
The FINNS regularly go through EDUCATION 
REFORMS.  The do not re-invent the wheel 
every time, but they adapt and change as the 
landscape changes. 
 
They have a CAN-DO attitude and it can be seen 
in their development after a devasting 100-year rule under the RUSSIANS – it is described by the word “Sisu” 

(Sisu is a grim, gritty, white-knuckle form of courage that is presented typically in situations where success is against 
the odds. It expresses itself in taking action against the odds and displaying courage and resoluteness in the face of 
adversity, in other words, deciding on a course of action and then sticking to that decision, even despite repeated 
failures. It is in some ways similar to equanimity, with the addition of a grim kind of stress management. 

"Gutsy" is a fairly close translation that uses the same metaphor (found in more languages than Finnish and English), 
as the word derives from sisus, which means "interior" and "entrails, guts". A concept closely related to sisu is grit, 
which shares some of its denoting elements with sisu, save for "stress management" and passion for a long-term 
goal. Sisu may have an element of passion but it is not always present,[5] unlike in the case of grit as defined by 
Dr. Angela Duckworth.[6]) 

 
THESE ARE THE OBJECTIVES OF THE NEW FINNISH CURRICULUM REFORMS TO ADAPT THEIR CURRICULUM 
TO THE CHALLENGES OF THE FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/resoluteness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Equanimity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stress_management
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grit_(personality_trait)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sisu#cite_note-Lahti_2013-5
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angela_Duckworth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sisu#cite_note-6
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15. THESE ARE THE MAJOR CHANGES PROPOSED FOR THE NEW CURRICULUM IN FINLAND 

 
• Transversal competences 

• Phenomenon-based learning, subject integration 

• More versatile teaching and learning methods 

• Increased physical activity 

• Use of digital learning environments 

• Assessment as learning 

• Participation, involvement 
 
PHENOMENON-BASED LEARNING is something which is 
also a focus of the “De Noordwijkse Metode” and it 
corresponds with the Methods advocated by the DEEP 
LEARNING INSTITUTION (both institutions visited in 
Amsterdam.) 
 
Following is a further explanation of the TRANSVERSAL 

COMPETENCES referred to in the previous list. 

• Transversal competences = Broad-based competence 

• Refers to the total of knowledge, skills, values, 

attitudes, capacity and will. 

• Competence development requires cooperation 

across school subjects and dealing with the 

question’s pupils find meaningful answers. 

• Integrating different school subjects. 
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16. CHANGES IN TEACHING STRATEGY – NEW ADAPTATIONS TO THE FINNISH 

CURRICULUM / REFERENCE TO PHENOMENA-BASED TEACHING 
(Gradual changes/adaptations to the Curriculum through the 2014; 2016 and current reforms.) 

The FINNS are part of the international discussion in 

changes in education. Most of the suggested new reforms 

are based on good practices already taking place in their 

schools. 

One of these changes is a move to more THEME-BASED 

teaching: The Finns speak of PHENOMENOM-based 

teaching. (THEME-BASED TEACHING / PAIR TEACHING / 

PHENOMENON-BASED LEARNING.) 

I have mentioned it before, but the principles seem to be 

based on OUTCOMES-BASED education, the system which 

the CANADIANS have great success with and the system 

(CURRICULUM 2005) that “failed” in South Africa. 

It is not difficult for me to buy into the new approach, as I 

was a firm believer and supporter of CURRICULUM 2005.  

I have already discussed why I think it failed in South 

Africa, 

I still believe that learners (Primary School) learns better 

where a THEMATIC APPROACH is used.  Different subjects 

– and many links between subjects – can be addressed in 

such a way.  

The HUGE FOCUS on content-driven TESTS and EXAMS 

must be avoided.  There should be greater focuses on the 

DEEP LEARNING SKILLS and learners can be assessed on 

their ability to apply these skills. 

This PHENOMENON-BASED teaching can also use THEMES 

relevant today i.e.: GLOBAL WARMING; POACHING OF 

ANIMALS, PLASTICS IN OUR OCEANS, just to name a few. 
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The FINNS see the School as a learning community, where: 
 

• Cooperation between adults (teachers) works as a 
great example for the students.  

• At best the whole school operates as a learning 
community.  

• Close cooperation among teachers of different 
subjects also promotes learning: students get a good 
overall understanding of the studied theme / subject, 
and they have a chance to organize their knowledge 
into large entities, and this will make deep learning 
possible (cf. multidisciplinary learning modules). 

The above is well established in the new approach at 

Eversdal where the teachers all teach off the same 

ONENOTE learning platform.  This gives immediate 

feedback to a colleague as to what is taught in the other 

class. 

BUT… 

it is not yet a teaching strategy where integration takes 

place between subjects.  My suggestion is that we 

(EVERSDAL PRIMARY) undertake to do at least ONE such 

theme per term as a start.  Our approach to our STEM-

programme is a step in the right direction. 

 

 

17. ASSESSMENT IN FINLAND 

This was quite a difficult topic to follow, but the following 
principles were clear. I will concentrate on what happens in 
the Primary School as this is my field of interest.   
 
We did however receive an overview of all the structures in their education system and the following slide will 
give a breakdown of the Educations system. 
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• No National Assessment in the BASIC EDUCATION 
PHASE – up to age 15/16. 

• Assessment is part of daily schoolwork. 

• Pupils´ capabilities for self-assessment are 
strongly supported. 

• Teacher can decide the methods used in 
evaluation and assessment. 

• They do write an “end exam” at the end of age 15 
to progress to either the General Upper System or 
the Vocational Upper system. 

• These test/exams are still school based. 

• The marking in the basic education is between 4 
and 10.  A learner will still get a 4 if nothing is handed in. 
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Individual goals 
 

• In the beginning of the school year students set 
their individual goals in each subject.  

• Teacher shows criteria of grades: what is the 
meaning of the grades. 

• When students know the meaning of the grades, 
it’s easier for them to set their own goals.  

 
About assessment… 
 

• Students and their achievements are not 
compared to other students. 

• The assessment shall not focus on the student’s personality, temperament or other personal 
characteristics. 

• Self-assessment is a core part of successful assessment practice. 

 

 

 



 
 
 

37 
 

Self-assessment 

• Self-assessment skills are developed by helping the students to recognize their successes and strengths in 
school work and to become 
aware of the goals set for the 
school work. 

• The idea is that the teachers help 
the students to understand the 
objectives and find the best 
methods for achieving them.  

Versatile assessment methods 

• For most part, assessment is an 
interaction between the 
teacher and the students, or 
between the students. 

• Versatile assessment methods 
are used: feedback during lessons, students’ self-assessment, tests, observation, discussions, peer 
reviews, etc.  

• The teacher gathers information on the students’ progress in various areas of learning and in different 
learning situations.  

(They have normal class assessments as well – see below) 
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How students can show what they have learned 
 

• Individual pair and group tests 

• using notes (done by students 
themselves or by teacher) on tests and 
quizzes 

• listening skills and comprehension tests 

• learning diaries 

• products and processes of learning-by-
doing (home economics, crafts) 

• games and playing 

• drama etc. 
 
About assessment… 
 

• The assessment focuses on the 
student’s learning, working skills and 
behaviour. 

• The assessment is based on the 
objectives set in the core and local 
curriculum. 

• Teachers ensure that the students are aware of the objectives and assessment criteria.  

• Students learn to set objectives for their learning, work and activities with others. All this builds students' 
confidence as learners. 

18. SUMMARY 

The experience left a profound impact on me and one asks the question how this can influence the way we 

teach in Eversdal Primary School, but also in our South African schools in general.  Many of the principles are 

already in place in our school, but not close to the extent experienced in the schools in Finland. (My focus is 

on the Primary Phase – 7 to 13.) 

The following stood out as important: 

• TRUST and RESPONSIBILITY must be brought back in schools.  Teachers should be TRUSTED with more 

FREEDOM, but TEACHERS must also be accountable to use the trust responsibly. 

 

• We focus on making our teachers “happier” and more relaxed. 

To achieve the above something needs to be done to the tempo and rules which our teachers must 

adhere to. 

 

• Much more should be done to make South African Schools more child-friendly.  Posters, pictures and 

slogans are not enough – innovative learning spaces must be made available and learners must be 

able to find spaces and places where they can chill and work – there should be options which suits 

more varied learner personalities. 
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• We MUST engage more with our children and talk to them about their feelings and opinions about 

school.  Expressing these opinions must be cultivated, as this is one of the great skills which they must 

master. 

 

• We must create an environment in our schools where learners with learning disabilities can be 

nurtured to reach their full potential.  These learners are often LOST in the mainstream environments. 

This is not a complete return to SPECIAL-ED classes, but some form of hybrid model where learners 

can move from their “home” classroom to these support classrooms. We do cater for this in the 

FOUNDATION PHASE a little, but we “drop the ball” on these children in the INTERMEDIATE and 

SENIOR PHASE.  (Manpower is an issue.) 

 

• There should be greater support and “escape-options” for learners on THE SPECTRUM.  We often 

have problems with these learners in the FORMAL CLASSROOM setup, where we force these learners 

to ADAPT to the class.  It is not always possible for them and we often find that we must deal with 

disciplinary issues, which could have been resolved if we were more flexible in dealing with them. 

 

• “Teaching spaces” should extend to areas beyond the classroom.  Learners should be able to work in 

passages and/or other learning areas created for them. 

 

• There is merit in PHENOMENA-BASED LEARNING.  This is very much the same as the CROSS-

CURRICULAR approach we had in OUTCOMES BASED EDUCATION.   

We (South Africa) teach much more content (in content subjects) than our counterparts in FINLAND. 

Content is not the main driver of their teaching – focus is on the SKILLS and OUTCOMES and the 

content is mostly used as a “vehicle” to achieve these outcomes. 

The FINNS (and schools in AMSTERDAM) teach different “subjects” around a central theme i.e.: “The 

problem with plastic and the effect it has on our oceans.”  They will incorporate SCIENCE, GEOGRAPY, 

HISTORY, ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES, HEALTH and even MATHS around a central theme like this.  THEY 

MAKE LEARNING “REAL”. 

 

• We should be allowed to be more flexible to complete different sections of work.  We have a 

“rigorous” programme we need to adhere to in completing our curriculum.  

Their timetable changes quite regularly in what they teach.  The basic structure of their timetabling 

stays the same: 60-minute sessions which includes a break of 15m-minutes after every 45 minutes of 

teaching/work. i.e.: A teacher might teach a component for two weeks.  The learners will then work 

on the project for another week, with the teacher only assisting where necessary.  This will usually be 

followed by feedback.   
(In the SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT such practice will be frowned upon as SUBJECT ADVISORS will be very adamant why 

work was not captured/recorded (proof of) in a specific week.) 

 

• There is no doubt in my mind that we should have CLASS-TEACHING and not SUBJECT-TEACHING in 

Grades 1-6.  This is very evident in their system.  This gives teachers the opportunity to engage more 

with their learners during the school day.  The teachers do not have to be such great subject-

specialists, as the focus are more on the skills and not the subject. (They are obviously very focussed 

on their Mathematics and First Language (Finnish). Subject-teaching becomes more evident from 

Grade 7 upwards. 

 

• The RULES of our TIMETABLE in South Africa often creates a very fragmented teaching schedule with 

a lot of “movement” during and between classes.  A practical solution for this is to make use of BLOCK 
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(60min) teaching.  This will mean that one will not stick to the TIME-TABLING requirements for a week, 

but one should get a much better result in dealing with all the curriculum requirements eventually. 

 

• Classrooms should not have a FRONT and BACK.  Classrooms are very flexible, and furniture makes 

it possible to change the structure of the classrooms depending on the “type of instruction” at a given 

time.  Learners DO NOT SIT IN ROWS facing towards the “FRONT” of the classroom.  Classrooms 

should encourage groupwork, conversation and discussions. Learners must learn when the 

collaborate and when they must work quietly on their own – linear classroom setup should not dictate 

what happens in classroom.  More traditional teachers prefer desks in rows facing forward – they 

believe it helps with discipline.  I do not agree – nor do the teachers in FINLAND. 

 

• It is very clear that the learners do not get much homework in Finland.  “Homework” is confined to 

an interaction between parent and learner and does not involve in any rote work or the completion 

of work done in the classroom. The suggestion is that they start introducing a limited amount of 

homework in Grade 6 & 7 – maximum of 30 minutes.  This is still very focussed on preparation work 

of interaction that will follow in the classroom the next day – i.e.: A flipped classroom task or a project. 

 

• Everyone in South Africa agrees that ASSESSMENT is killing teaching. There are discussions and 

possible solutions to make this better, but we still have a very ASSESSMENT DRIVEN education system.   

At this stage a rigorous ASSESSMENT PROGRAM seems to be the only way our government can judge 

the quality of our education system. 

Learners are doing “better” and we often see results which shows the improvement in MATHEMATICS 

and LANGUAGES.  I am not sure if these results are achieved through better TEACHING PRACTICS or 

if teachers are COACHING LEARNERS better to achieve the desired results. (This is also seen in the 

rigorous preparation of our Matric‘s for their final exams – a sudden focus on extra classes/time and 

a lot of rote learning.) 

 

Many of our learners’ struggle in the first year of tertiary education and it is a well-known fact that 

the dropout rate is very high.  The feedback is that many of these learners (some of them had 

extremely high marks in matric) just don’t know how to work and learn independently. 

 

This begs the question: “Are our learners adequately prepared for the challenges they will be facing 

when they leave school and enter life”.  We do not think so.   

 

We have taken many steps at Eversdal Primary to adjust our learning and teaching environment to 

create a better environment for our learners.  Some of these changes were met with resistance as 

many parents felt threatened by a different approach to teaching to the one, they were used to.   

 

This has changed in the last twelve months and our parent acknowledge the fact that their children 

will be entering a different world for which they (the parents) were prepared for.  

 

We cannot accept that learners in a country like FINLAND is better prepared than the learners from 

our school/country.  If we must ASSESS, we should concentrate on ways to assess DEEP LEARNING 

SKILLS to equip our learners to cope with the academic challenges of the High Schools and beyond.  
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We also must accept that many of our learners may not be able to follow an academic (High School 

and a degree) path and that they may follow a completely different route to fulfil their full potential. 

We must make sure that they are also well prepared. 

 

The following statement is a fitting end to this article: 

No child left behind - the Finnish way 
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